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Extension of martial law continues misery in Aceh

In May 2003 the Jakarta authorities declared martial law in Aceh. The military top promised to 'deal
with the GAM separatists once and for all. A few months later it was clear that the massive military
operation was failing or worse, was only preventing solution to the conflict. In November the cabinet
in Jakarta agreed to extend martial law and the military top explicitly acknowledged that the large
scale mopping up operations had failed to capture GAM leaders of any importance.

In today's world it is difficult to find consensus on any
matter of great importance but on the Aceh conflict every-
body agrees that a peaceful solution is preferable to a mili-
tary one. The 'international community’, which includes
Indonesia's major financial donors, agree that the on-going
conflict should be resolved through dialogue which also
means abandoning martial law in the most northerly part of
Sumatra. Indonesia not only ignored this appeal but replied
angrily 'saying it ‘could be construed as meddling’, accord-
ing to Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Marty Natalegawa.
Three parties: the United States, European Union and Japan
issued a statement urging Jakarta to work towards a politi-
cal solution and offered help in resolving the conflict.
Natalegawa bluntly rejected the offer and replied: 'The
humanitarian problem in Aceh cannot be resolved merely
by foreign parties. The Indonesian government has enough
resources and confidence to overcome the problem'. [AP, 7
November 2003]. '

Already in mid October, the sixth month of the military
operation in Aceh, Co-ordinating Minister for Political and
Security Affairs ret'd General Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
(SBY) gave a clear hint to the press that the Indonesian
government intends to extend martial law-in Aceh. SBY
who is in charge of the endorsement of martial law argued
that the final goal of the military offensive was to restore
security among the Acehnese people. Indonesia is to hold
general elections on 5 April 2004 and SBY doubts whether
the Acehnese would feel safe to exercise their political
rights if the security situation remains unsafe.

Another important issue that emerged from SBY's state-
ment is the sensitivity of the general elections. He acknowl-
edged that criticism has been made by NGOs and in parlia-
ment that elections held in Aceh under martial law are
fundamentally flawed. Indonesian Military (TNI)
Commander-in-Chief General Endriartono Sutarto has
spoken of plans to maintain the 35,000 troops in Aceh "to
make sure that all Acehnese people will be able to exercise
their political rights" [Jakarta Post, 15 October 2003].
Indonesian election watchers argue otherwise and say that

flawed election results in Aceh will also affect the national
elections negatively. They argue strongly to end martial law
in Aceh.

Rubber stamp

The continuation of martial law was decided by the core
cabinet and other institutions like DPR, the parliament,
simply had to accept it. When the initial martial law was
announced in May 2003, it was enacted through
Presidential Decree No. 28/2003 for six months with the
promise that a proper evaluation would take place.
Questions have been raised in parliament, requesting an
evaluation but so far only skimpy information has been
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